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ABSTRACT 
Governments are expected to intervene in national crises like natural disasters (Rosenthal & 
Kouzmin, 1997). Less clear are corporate crises. In recent years, there have been several corporate 
crises in Asia where governments have intervened to restore confidence. The paper seeks to 
examine the roles and extent of Asian governmental intervention in corporate crises, particularly 
it examines the impact Asian governments – described as paternalistic (Shin & Sin, 2012) – have 
on corporate crises. Five high profile Asian corporate crises were analyzed through Winkler’s 
(1977) Theory of Corporatism. Impact was analyzed through Boin and ’t Hart’s (2010) nine crisis 
response performance indicators. Governmental intervention is necessitated by crisis severity and 
urgency, the organization’s crisis history, the inability of the organization to manage, and when 
national interests are threatened. This paper is arguably one of the first studies to explore corporate 
crises where the initial attribution of crises responsibility lies with private organizations, and a 
review of the government’s role in corporate crises from an Asian perspective. It helps government 
practitioners understand the issues and challenges of governmental intervention.  
Keywords: Corporate crisis, governmental intervention, Asia 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
In times of crises, governments must nurture and sustain “(1) an image of trustworthiness, (2) a 
reputation for managerial competence, and (3) a consistent and coherent rhetoric that coordinates 
the political perceptions of diverse publics” (Smith & Smith, 1994, p.191), manage crises 
according to social values and safety of citizens, and restore normalcy (Boin et al, 2010). Recent 
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events showed that governments have been proactive in managing crises, even in situations 
whereby the primary accountability mostly lies with private companies. A classic example is 
governmental intervention in financial crises (Chua & Pang, 2012) to prevent the collapse of the 
banking sector and avert severe repercussions on the national economy (Laeven & Valencia, 2013; 
Garcia-Palacios et al., 2014). In the United States (US), government bailouts for financial firms 
have long been part of its history (Phillips, 2008) with the most recent being the multibillion-dollar 
rescue package that covered private corporations affected by the 2008 financial crisis (Stout, 
2008).  
While there have been studies on government crisis management in Western societies (Rosenthal, 
2003; Kouzmin, 2008; Boin & ’t Hart, 2003), few studies focus on governmental intervention in 
Asia. The citizens’ display of deference to their government to resolve crises triggered by 
transgressions by private companies has been observed in Asian nations, particularly China, Japan, 
Korea, Singapore, Taiwan and Vietnam (Shin & Sin, 2012). In these countries where governance 
has been described as paternalistic (Lee, 2003; Jo & Kim, 2004), Asian leaders are given authority, 
control, and responsibility over their citizens (Chen & Farh, 2010), and are expected to act as role 
models of strong moral character (Cheng et al, 2004).  
According to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions model, Power-Distance Index (PDI) indicates the 
social strata that forms decision makers while Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI) gives an 
indication to actors to comply with regulations to achieve desired outcomes. Compared to their 
Western counterparts, most Asian countries have high PDI and UAI rankings (Hofstede, 1997), 
with significant power differences between the decision makers and citizens (Hofstede, 1997), and 
this suggests the hierarchical social order (Licht, Goldschmidt & Schwartz, 2007). There are 
“mutual obligations” between governments and citizens (Hofstede, 1997, p.168) where 
governments have to offer protection to citizens while citizens have to conform to their orders 
(Hofstede, 1997). This may explain the tendency for Asian governments to intervene when 
corporate crises escalate and interrupt the society’s way of life, as demonstrated in the cases of the 
Sanlu’s tainted milk powder crisis in China and the Fukushima nuclear crisis in Japan. 
This is arguably one of the first studies to adopt an Asian perspective on the government’s role in 
corporate crises where the initial attribution of crises responsibility lies with private organizations. 
This study does not seek to compare Asian governments with Western ones, but rather to explore 
governmental intervention during corporate crises in countries. In particular, this study aims to: 1) 
examine the conditions, roles and extent of Asian governmental intervention; 2) observe the 
effectiveness of governmental intervention in corporate crises; and 3) understand the challenges 
of such intervention from the perspective of practitioners from both the public and private sectors.  
The value and relevance of the Asian perspective on governmental intervention in corporate crises 
are heightened by the region’s increasing significance in the world stage. Experts recognize the 
gradual shift in power from the West to the East, with the dominance of the US and Europe in 
global affairs challenged by the Asian region with China at the forefront (The balance of economic 
power, 2010; Ferguson, 2009; Hoge, 2004). Multinational companies have acknowledged this shift 
through faster expansion of operations and establishment of regional offices in China, Singapore, 
Japan, South Korea and Taiwan (European Union Chamber of Commerce in China, 2011). Greater 
economic activity in the Asian region can translate to increased occurrences of corporate crises, 
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thereby fostering greater likelihood of governmental intervention, hence further underscoring the 
significance of this study. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
In times of crises, the public’s interests would heighten sharply (Boin & ’t Hart, 2003). During this 
period, the public would be more receptive to information provided by a legitimate government 
because “citizens demand news, and yet are unable to evaluate it adequately” (Halper, cited in 
Boin et al, 2005). In this context, the capacity to gain the public’s attention and a reputation for 
accuracy and trustworthiness would be fundamental for the government (Smith & Smith, 1994; 
Boin et al., 2005). A government cannot afford to ignore critical issues that “threaten its 
legitimacy, security and capacity to govern” (McConnell, 2003, p.395). As for corporate crises, 
Rosenthal and Kouzmin (1997, p.293) state that governmental intervention is needed only if it is 
clear that the concerned organization is unable to handle the crisis, or “if the implications of these 
crises begin to transcend the corporate and institutional context and are redefined as a cause for 
public concern”. 
Citizens expect governments to respond during critical public events that disrupt their normal 
operations, since these are significant threats to the public sphere and “involve danger to the 
physical integrity of citizens” (Rosenthal & Kouzmin, 1997). Citizens “habitually look to 
governments to take the lead” to bring a situation under control “when faced with great forces 
outside” (Spence, 2004, p.392) beyond their individual capacities as they believe governments 
have the sufficient skills and resources (Rosenthal & Kouzmin, 1997). 
Natural disasters such as Typhoon Haiyan in 2013 and the tsunamis that struck the Indian Ocean 
in 2004 and Japan in 2011 are classic examples where the primary responsibility for mitigating 
their effects becomes the government’s de facto role. Apart from the harm that natural disasters 
cause to citizens, they also beset governments with “political tensions” (Boin, 2009, p.371) arising 
from critical decisions to manage and allocate available resources. Transnational crises that span 
two or more countries are also seen as pressing concerns that governments need to address. Mason 
(2008, p.10) noted that “legal norms of state responsibility… are anchored by the general 
obligation on states to ensure that activities under their jurisdiction or control do not cause damage 
to other states or to areas beyond state jurisdiction”. Nuclear disasters such as the Chernobyl 
incident that required the cooperation and collaboration of multiple governments and several 
international organizations are a type of transnational crisis (Rosenthal & Kouzmin, 1997). An 
example in Asia is the seasonal problem of air pollution or “haze” in Singapore, Indonesia and 
Malaysia caused by private individuals or companies that torched the forest in Indonesia, 
necessitating the involvement of governments in managing the crisis. Wrongdoings, scandals and 
lapses in performance involving public officials and state agencies also require the attention of 
governments as these can shake the citizens’ trust and confidence in government institutions and 
leaders, thereby endangering their terms of office (Dewan & Myatt, 2012). 
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What remains unclear is the role Asian governments should play in corporate crises, which may 
threaten the fabric of society. Hence, this study seeks to examine: 
RQ1: What are the conditions that warrant governmental intervention in corporate crises, and 
when should the government intervene? 
Literature shows there are two main approaches to government crisis management: centralization 
of decision-making and contingent model of crisis management. In the centralization of decision-
making approach, critical decisions tend to be made by small numbers of chief executive officials 
and their most trusted advisers who convene when crises occur (Burke & Greenstein, 1989), 
resulting in a purportedly highly informal decision-making process where resource allocation can 
be determined quickly (’t Hart et al., 1993). This approach handles normal and predictable 
emergencies well (Rosenthal & Kouzmin, 1997), but as crisis are often unexpected and dynamic 
(Boin & Rhinard, 2008), the quality of decisions made under such situations may be questionable. 
To take into consideration the unexpected nature of crises, the contingent model of crisis 
management builds on the approach of centralization of decision-making and includes situational 
factors to resolve crises more effectively (Rosenthal & Kouzmin, 1997). This model focuses on 
allowing the government to work and improvise their strategies as information flow in from the 
crisis while communicating and updating the publics simultaneously (Boin & ’t Hart, 2010). It 
also enables the government to involve relevant politicians and government officials in decision-
making (Rosenthal et al., 1991) instead of being subjected to group-think.   
Rosenthal and Kouzmin (1997) also developed a framework where five consecutive heuristic steps 
could be used to analyze the necessity for governmental decision-making during crises. Firstly, the 
presence of a threat to the existing socio-political system is considered, and if the threat pertains 
to the whole system or is limited to subsystems at different points. Next, the necessity to respond 
is determined by considering the dilemma of the need for persistence in the system to maintain 
stability, or to treat the crisis as a catalyst for much-needed change and innovation in the system. 
The third step considers the necessity for government decisions, based on factors such as the 
capability of the dominant coalition or authorities to respond to the challenges posed by the threat 
and if the crisis involves an “outright and open threat to public authorities” (Rosenthal & Kouzmin, 
1997, p.293). The fourth step considers the necessity for prompt decision-making, taking into 
account that government systems are not usually structured for quick decision-making, and yet 
critical situations often calls for a prompt response. Finally, government authorities transit from 
the observer role where they analyze the need for governmental intervention, to the actor role 
where they need to make critical decisions at short notice. 
Beside governmental intervention approach, the intensity of intervention is equally important. 
Winkler’s General Theory of Corporatism (1977) defines corporatism as “an economic system in 
which the state directs and controls predominantly privately-owned businesses according to four 
principles: unity, order, nationalism and success” (p.44), and echoes the phenomenon of 
governmental intervention in corporate crises, which is the focus of this study. 
For the purpose of this study, the three government roles theorized by Winkler were adapted for a 
crisis management context. These three roles reflect increasing intensity of governmental 
intervention, with the most basic level as the facilitative role, which pertains to routine 
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governmental activities to regulate and support business activity. During a corporate crisis, a 
facilitative government would limit its actions and commentaries on regulatory concerns, with the 
organization still serving as the primary source of information for the media and the public on 
crisis developments. The second degree is the supportive role, where the government “intervenes, 
but does not interfere” (Winkler, 1977, p.45) in the management and operations of the 
organization. Both parties actively participate in decision-making and business operations, with 
the government assuming an increased involvement in relaying information about the situation; 
however, the organization also has partial control of managing and disseminating information. The 
directive role represents the highest intensity of governmental intervention, where the government 
acquires dominant control of the company’s affairs, directs the decision-making and actions of the 
business, and takes over the responsibility of managing and communicating about the crisis. 
The varying levels of governmental intervention lead us to the second research question: 
RQ2: At which level of intervention should the government undertake in a corporate crisis? 
It is also imperative that contemporary political leaders build and share sound explanations and 
justifications of values, needs, and goals (Smith & Smith, 1994). Moreover, in crises where there 
are ambiguity, confusion, speculation, conflicting beliefs and collective arousal (Boin & ’t Hart, 
2003), political leaders are expected to reduce uncertainty and provide an authoritative account of 
what is going on, why it is happening and what needs to be done (’t Hart, 1993) This is arguably 
more so in high PDI nations such as the ones in Asia where dependence on more powerful people 
is a basic need (Low et al., 2011). The publics’ expectation for governments to be the key 
custodians during crises is coupled with increasingly persistent and aggressive media coverage of 
risks, disasters and other critical events (Boin & ’t Hart, 2003).  
When crisis leadership results in reduced stress and a return to normality, people herald their “true 
leaders” (Boin & ’t Hart, 2003). Perceived crisis management undergirds how political confidence 
is affected by crises (Strömbäck & Nord, 2006). Further, given the media’s ability to frame winners 
and losers (Boin et al., 2013), leaders must actively engage, be visible and accessible to the media 
during a crisis (Ulmer et al., 2014). Hence, governments are judged on their ability to manage a 
crisis with a focus on performance. However, while symbolic performance is important, it is not 
the only performance dimension for crisis leadership assessment (Boin et al., 2013). 
To improve the effectiveness of crisis management, it is imperative that societies gain a common 
understanding of what crisis leaders need to do and not leave the assessment of leadership to be 
motivated by politicization and media dynamics (Boin et al., 2013). Boin and ’t Hart (2010) 
suggest that crisis response performance of governments could be evaluated based on how well 
nine crisis response challenges, namely sense-making, meaning-making, decision-making, 
coordinating, circumscribing, consolidating, account-giving, learning and remembering are 
managed under a real crisis. While there have been studies on how governments and publics 
ascribe the effectiveness of crisis leadership in disasters of catastrophic nature, few have examined 
crisis response strategies employed by governments and public organizations in corporate crises 
in a non-Western setting in terms of scope and effectiveness. The next research question examines: 
RQ3: How effective is governmental intervention in Asian corporate crises? 
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METHOD 
As governmental intervention in corporate crises can be considered as real-life occurrences within 
different contextual conditions, this research adopted the method of a multiple-case study for an 
in-depth understanding of this social phenomenon. The purpose of case studies is to empirically 
investigate a “contemporary phenomenon in depth within its real-life context” and address a 
“situation in which the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 
2009). Case studies are also useful for research containing broad questions about a social 
phenomenon in a situation where not much information and knowledge is available and a multiple-
case study allows for a higher chance of separating the general (relevant) from the specific 
(irrelevant) features of a case (Swanborn, 2010). 
The five cases selected are: Singapore Mass Rapid Transport (SMRT) breakdowns (2011); Japan’s 
Mizuho mob loans scandal (2013); China’s Shanghai Husi food scandal (2014); Taiwan’s 
Kaohsiung gas explosions (2014); and South Korea’s Sewol ferry disaster (2014) (see the 
Appendix for crisis descriptions). Following the approach of Pang (2013), in-depth analysis of the 
narratives, contexts and key activities were carried out. This method is appropriate to identify and 
examine the conditions of the crises, levels and effectiveness of governmental intervention.  
Case studies can be based on documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observation, 
participant observation, and physical artifacts (Yin, 2002). Hence, for a comprehensive 
understanding of the events surrounding each crisis, documentation in the form of news reports 
and official press documents is studied. The following English newspapers are selected: The Straits 
Times, the newspaper of record in Singapore with an average daily circulation of 410,000 (Sim, 
2014); The Japan News, an English-language daily published by the Yomiuri Shimbun, one of the 
leading newspapers in Japan as well as globally with an average daily circulation of nearly 10 
million based on the World Press Trends 2014 Report (Abu-Fadil, 2014); China Daily, the sole 
national and official English-language newspaper in China with a worldwide circulation of over 
400,000 (Asia Today, n.d.); The China Post, one of the oldest English newspapers in Taiwan with 
a daily readership of 400,000 (China Post, n.d.); and The Korea Herald, which has the largest 
circulation among the English-language dailies published in Korea (Korea Herald far ahead in 
English paper circulation, 2010). Official press documents from the following government sources 
were also utilized: Ministry of Transport and Land Transport Authority (Singapore), China Food 
and Drug Administration (China), Financial Services Agency (Japan), Department of Information 
Services, Executive Yuan (Taiwan) and Korean Culture and Information Service (South Korea). 
News reports and press releases within a year from the onset of each crisis were analyzed. For the 
SMRT breakdowns in Singapore, 94 news articles published from 16 December 2011 to 4 August 
2012 by The Straits Times (retrieved from the LexisNexis and Factiva news databases using “MRT 
breakdowns” as the keyword search) and 19 press documents issued by Singapore’s Ministry of 
Transport (MOT) and Land Transport Authority (LTA) from 17 December 2011 to 16 July 2012 
were analyzed. For Mizuho mob loans scandal in Japan, 21 news articles published by The Japan 
News from 29 September 2013 to 30 June 2014 (retrieved from the Yomidas Rekishikan news 
database with “Mizuho AND loans” as the keyword search) and four press documents issued by 
the Financial Services Agency (FSA) from 27 September 2013 to 26 December 2013 were 
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analyzed. For the Shanghai Husi food scandal in China, 68 news articles published by China Daily 
from 21 July 2014 to 14 October 2014 (retrieved from LexisNexis news database with “Shanghai 
Husi” as the keyword search). For the Kaohsiung gas explosions in Taiwan, 48 news articles 
published by The China Post from 2 August 2014 to 9 October 2014 (retrieved from LexisNexis 
news database with “gas explosion” as the key word search) and eight press documents issued by 
Department of Information Services, Executive Yuan from 1 August 2014 to 20 August 2014 were 
analyzed. For the Sewol ferry disaster in South Korea, 532 news articles published by The Korea 
Herald from 17 April 2014 to 8 November 2014 (retrieved from Factiva news database with 
“Sewol” as the keyword search) and three press documents issued by the South Korea government 
from 19 May 2014 to 3 September 2014. 
 
FINDINGS 
For the first research question on conditions for intervention, governments in Asia are likely to 
intervene based on three conditions. In all five cases studied, severity of the crises was found to be 
a key consideration for governmental intervention. Whether in terms of casualties or negative 
public impact, severity necessitates immediate intervention by the government, as it carries the 
responsibility to look after its citizens. For example, in the cases of the Kaohsiung gas explosions 
and Sewol ferry disaster, the governments’ attention was called upon immediately, within hours 
of the disaster’s occurrence, because of the high toll of the dead and injured (Executive Yuan, 
2014a; Korea Herald, 2014a). In contrast, governments in Husi food scandal, SMRT breakdowns 
and Mizuho mob loans scandal are observed to intervene towards the end of the day on which the 
crisis occurred. The organization’s inability to manage crises is also a condition for governmental 
intervention. The government is seen to intervene when the company involved showed 
inadequacies in crisis management. In the wake of the Sewol ferry disaster, and with the captain 
and crew abandoning ship, the ferry operator was clearly inadequate in the handling of the crisis 
(Korea Herald, 2014b). The last condition was the crisis history of the organizations involved. 
This condition was found to be an influencing factor in the government’s assessment on the 
organizations’ ability to handle crises. For example, it was reported that from January to October 
2011 alone, there was a total of 17 disruptions on the SMRT’s North-South and East-West lines, 
and eight on its Circle line (Lim & Durai, 2011).  
In the cases of Husi food scandal, Sewol ferry disaster, SMRT breakdowns and Mizuho mob loans 
scandal, the independent investigation committees found that regulatory boards of the government 
are also liable for the crises due to the gaps in the supervisory processes. For example, the 
Committee of Inquiry (COI) for the SMRT breakdowns found that Singapore’s LTA should share 
responsibility for the breakdowns (Goh, 2012a; Tan, 2012a). In the Mizuho mob loans scandal, 
issues regarding FSA’s possible leniency in performing its inspections and regulatory duties have 
been raised (Japan News, 2013a,). 
The timing of Asian government’s responses tends to be within the same day of crisis occurrence 
or even occurring within the first few hours, depending on the severity as the government has 
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obligations to manage the crisis, ensure public safety and investigate the situation. Asian 
governments are inclined to intervene immediately in crisis involving deaths such as the 
Kaohsiung gas explosions and Sewol ferry disaster. The respective governments might deem 
SMRT breakdowns, Mizuho mob loans scandal and Husi food scandal as less severe, hence 
deciding to intervene within the same day of crisis occurrence.  
For the second research question, severity of crises and ability of the organizations to handle crises 
are two key considerations that appear to influence Asian governments’ decision on the level of 
intervention needed. A supportive level of intervention is observed when organizational inability 
was moderate and the severity of the crisis was reduced. For the cases of SMRT breakdowns, 
Mizuho mob loans scandal and Husi food scandal, a supportive level of intervention was 
demonstrated, with the companies involved also asserting control and initiating measures to handle 
the situation. Companies that assume responsibility and handle their own crises – and demonstrate 
and communicate to the public that they can do so – manage to prevent governmental intervention 
from expanding. For example, OSI Group, the US-based parent company of Shanghai Husi, 
ordered a recall of all food supplies from its Shanghai plant (China Daily, 2014a) and brought in 
a new management team for its China subsidiary (Wang, 2014). As a result, organizations were 
seen working in partnership with the governments. 
A directive level of intervention was evident in the Kaohsiung gas explosions and Sewol ferry 
disaster due to the severity and impact of the crises, with an alarming number of deaths and injuries 
and higher degree of organizational inability detected. The Taiwan government managed the 
rescue and relief efforts in Kaohsiung gas explosions (Executive Yuan, 2014b; Executive Yuan, 
2014c), started investigations (Kuo, 2014b) and provided helpful information to the public (Liu, 
2014) as the companies involved were unwilling to assume crisis responsibility. 
The third research question examines the effectiveness of governmental intervention using Boin 
and ’t Hart’s (2010) nine crisis response performance indicators. In the cases of SMRT 
breakdowns, Mizuho mob loans scandal, Kaohsiung gas explosions and Husi food scandal, the 
following six crisis responses were found to be present: 
Sense-making: Governments that assume the leadership role in corporate crises are required to 
analyze confusing, contradictory and fast-moving signals and determine what the crisis is about 
(Boin & ’t Hart, 2010). For example, in the Mizuho mob loans scandal, Japan’s FSA explained 
what had caused the crisis (Japan News, 2013b), such as Mizuho’s disregard of the earlier notice 
of the problem during a previous routine check by the agency (Japan News, 2013c). Media reports 
also cited the FSA’s concerns about replacing the bank’s president, Yasuhiro Sato, as a result of 
the crisis (Japan News, 2013d), which attested to the agency’s efforts to remain cognizant of 
possible threats arising from the situation. With the clear understanding of the situation, the FSA 
was able to instruct on the concrete steps to resolve the crisis such as for Mizuho to improve 
internal processes for better administrative control, and to provide training for company executives 
and employees involved in loan schemes (FSA, 2013). 
Meaning-making: For this response, governments attempt to reduce uncertainty by providing 
persuasive accounts to explain the crisis (Boin & ’t Hart, 2010). For example, following the 
explosions in Kaohsiung, Minister of Economic Affairs Chang Chia-juch held a press conference 
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the next morning to provide an update based on an initial evaluation, even though investigations 
were underway (Li, 2014). The Taiwanese government also detailed what the authorities were 
doing as part of rescue and relief work, such as setting up a command center for rescue efforts in 
one of the primary schools (Executive Yuan, 2014a). The news of President Ma Ying-jeou at a 
briefing at the emergency centre (Kuo, 2014a) and his personal visit to the Kaohsiung site 
(“Premier inspects”, 2014) indicated that the government’s emphasis on this crisis to the 
Taiwanese. The government update was likely to be successful in managing the general publics’ 
concerns at the onset of the explosion as there were no reports on Taiwanese’s reactions in the 
main newspaper, The China Post.   
Decision-making: This response requires governments to make strategic policy judgments under 
conditions of time pressure, uncertainty and stress in a crisis, and avoid “knee jerk” reactions (’t 
Hart & Sundelius, 2013). In the Husi food scandal, local Food and Drug Authority (FDA) officials 
in Shanghai were involved in monitoring the crisis (China Daily, 2014b). Subsequently, in light 
of international food chains with outlets across China being affected, several other provincial 
FDAs were also involved in the investigations (China Daily, 2014c). The government merged the 
local FDAs with the national ones to optimize resources, thus revising a decentralized decision-
making approach to a centralized one (China Daily, 2014d). The enhanced effectiveness of 
stopping food violations was due to the gaps in enforcement of the food safety regulations despite 
tougher laws imposed (Jordan & Baldwin, 2014).  
Coordination: Governments need to orchestrate and synchronize cooperation among critical 
stakeholders like public and private organizations (Ansell et al., 2010) that may or may not have 
prior working relationships to implement decisions made during crisis. In the wake of the 
breakdowns in Singapore’s main mass transit rail lines, the LTA and SMRT coordinated and 
collaborated to organize front-line responses “should there be a prolonged disruption to train 
services” (Goh, 2012b), with inter-agency participation from public transport operator SBS 
Transit, the Singapore Civil Defense Force, the Traffic Police, the Public Transport Security 
Command and the Singapore Police Force. This became the part of LTA’s standard operating 
procedures for subsequent similar train breakdowns in Singapore (LTA, 2012). 
Account-giving: Governments are challenged to manage the process of expert, media, legislative 
and judicial inquiry, and debates that are likely to follow to render accountability for the crises (’t 
Hart & Sundelius, 2013). In the SMRT breakdowns case, a COI was announced by Singapore’s 
Prime Minister within days of the crisis (Cai, 2011), as a part of a significant move to deliver an 
account on the full range of causes and consequences of the two disruptions. The final inquiry 
report gave detailed accounts of the breakdowns, identified responsible parties and provided 
recommendations for improvement (Tan, 2012b; Ministry of Transport, 2012). The account-giving 
was effective as LTA accepted COI’s recommendations, took measures to tighten its regulatory 
framework and fined SMRT for its negligence (LTA, 2012). 
Learning: “Learning” is the process where the organizations and systems involved in crisis 
management engage in critical, non-defensive modes of self-scrutiny, drawing evidence-based and 
reflective lessons for their future performance rather than politics-driven and knee-jerk ones (see 
Birkland 1997; Stern 1997; Deverell 2010, as cited in Boin & ’t Hart, 2010). In the Mizuho mob 
loans scandal, investigations carried out by Mizuho Bank, the third-party committee, and the FSA 
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identified causes of the problem and the needed reforms. The resulting reforms were not limited 
to Mizuho Bank and the FSA, as other related parties such as the Japan Financial Services 
Association also initiated actions to protect the banking sector from lending to members of 
antisocial forces (Japan News, 2014). 
The four cases highlighted that governments in Asia identified sense-making and meaning-making 
as critical crisis response challenges from the onset of the crisis to obtain clarity of the situation. 
This would become an advantage in ensuring effectiveness in their subsequent decision-making 
and coordination efforts with other state-run agencies and offices, the companies involved with 
the crisis, and/or non-governmental entities. It allows the authorities to adapt rapidly and achieve 
effective decision-making. Transparency and public accountability were also achieved in the crisis 
management due to regular account-giving by the governments. During the aftermath of crises, 
governments in Asia also implemented reforms acquired from learning. 
Among the five cases, the South Korean government was unable to perform the six crisis responses 
as aforementioned. The crisis caught the South Korean government off-guard, resulting in 
disorganized accounting and inconsistent reporting of the situation, indicating that the government 
was not equipped in terms of crisis preparedness and resources to deal with a crisis of such nature 
and scale. The government did attempt to manage the challenges of “circumscribing” and 
“remembering”. 
Circumscribing and Remembering: “Circumscribing” is the process through which governments 
determine the resources and support required and disseminate them among often ill-defined social 
and territorial “victim” communities (Boin & ’t Hart, 2010). “Remembering” is the government’s 
need to balance between restorations of social normalcy and maintaining delivery of long-term 
services to eligible stakeholders (Boin & ’t Hart, 2010). The study found that in the Sewol ferry 
disaster and Kaohsiung gas explosions, the governments met the challenges of circumscribing and 
remembering probably due to the nature of the crises where a large number of citizens were directly 
affected with lives lost, injuries, and significant disruption to their daily routines. 
 
DISCUSSION 
Based on the findings, a flowchart is developed to illustrate the process in which governments in 
Asia handled corporate crises (see Figure 1.).  
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Figure 1. A graphical representation of Asian government’s crisis-management process. 
 
Asian governments would intervene based on the following three conditions: severity of crisis, 
organizational ability in handling crises, and crisis history of organizations. The last condition, or 
the crisis history of organizations, influences the governments’ assessment of the second condition, 
or the organizational ability in handling crises.  
Of the three conditions, severity of crises and organizational ability in handling crises affect the 
timing and the levels of the intervention adopted by governments in Asia. If the crisis is less severe 
and organization is able to handle it with minimal support, the governments tend to adopt a 
supportive level of intervention within the same day. In cases of severe crises involving casualties 
and the organizations show a high level of incompetency in managing the situation, the 
governments in Asia tend to adopt a directive level of intervention immediately. 
During crises, the intervention strategies include sense-making, meaning-making, decision-
making and coordinating efforts. After the crisis, the intervention strategies include account-giving 
and remembering. In cases where casualties are involved, the governments would also conduct 
circumscribing and remembering. Finally, the governments may need to determine if consolidating 
is achieved when normalcy returns. 
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From the flowchart, public relations (PR) practitioners working in Asia could gain insights on the 
influence of Asian governments in their business operations. During the normalcy phase of 
organizations, the awareness of the governments’ pervasive influence on business operations and 
role as a key stakeholder are critical for their management and PR teams as they would have to 
build good relations with Asian governments. In addition, the flowchart also highlighted the need 
to have pre-crisis planning within the organizations.  
During the crisis phase, practitioners in Asian countries should anticipate governmental 
intervention based on the crisis conditions. Governments may take over or share crisis 
management responsibility depending on the severity of the crises and the organizations’ ability 
to handle crises. During intervention, Asian governments tend to assert their authority and control 
on the organizations. Hence, organizations need to cooperate with the government and at the same 
time, leverage the government’s resources to resolve the crisis, thus minimizing their reputational 
damage. The actions by governments in Asia are reflective of the social cultural values such as 
social embeddedness in hierarchical societies where “societies are more likely to accommodate 
exercise of power from above as a means for social coordination” (Licht et al., 2007, p.663) and 
collectivist values where “people expect their broad in-groups (e.g. extended family, clan) to look 
after them in exchange for unquestioning loyalty” (p. 678).  
In contrast, crisis management literature with corporate crisis examples from the West do 
not advocate reliance on the government as the main mediator in handling crises (Rosenthal & 
Kouzmin, 1997). Several reasons account for this phenomenon. First, the government may be 
inadequately equipped to handle crises due to time and resource constraints (Dayton, Boin, 
Mitroff, Alpasian, Green, Kouzmin & Alan, 2004). It may not even have the expertise in crisis 
management, resulting in high frequency of over or under reaction to crises (Rosenthal & 
Kouzmin, 1997). In addition, a government may be unjustified in its crisis intervention as it may 
have partly caused a crisis due to its failed regulatory role (Dayton et al., 2004). Citizens may also 
view a government’s act of crisis intervention as protecting self-interests rather than their 
collective interest so there is a limited role for the government (Hofstede, 1984). Hence, 
governments are unmotivated to take charge unless there is “an overwhelming need for drastic 
measures (during war, for instance)” (Boin & t’Hart, 2003, p. 547). 
 
CONCLUSION 
This study has identified the key conditions, timing and level of governmental intervention based 
on five corporate crisis situations in Asia. The researchers also found that governments can benefit 
from using Boin and ’t Hart’s (2010) nine challenges for crisis response to determine the 
effectiveness of their intervening actions. 
There are several limitations in this study. First, only English news reports and press documents 
were analyzed. Additional insights could be gleaned from similar documents in the respective 
country’s native languages as well as other means of documentation such as television news 
reports and online articles, which could provide additional perspectives to the cases. This also 
limited the discussion about quantitative aspects of the intervention’s performance and 
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effectiveness. Due to data limitation, this study also would not cover the role and influence of 
media over governmental crisis management. Secondly, investigations for three of our selected 
case studies, namely the Husi food scandal, Sewol ferry disaster and Kaohsiung gas explosions, 
are still ongoing, so there may be further developments that impact on the effectiveness of the 
government’s crisis management.  
Thirdly, this study is targeted to explore the propensity of governments in Asia to intervene in 
corporate crises excluding the other possible contributing factor that governments are inclined to 
intervene as they have sufficient resources and skilled personnel to deal with crises (Rosenthal, 
1997)  involving deaths like Sewol ferry disaster and Kaohsiung gas explosions. Finally, this 
study did not examine the difference in political systems in the five countries and determine if it 
is also a contributing factor in intervention and its effectiveness. Further studies could be done to 
determine if difference in political systems constitutes as a contributing factor in the 
government’s intervention and effectiveness.  
Traditionally, governmental intervention has been found in crisis that has a large impact on 
citizens. Corporate crises have been observed to typically fall outside of government’s control 
(Sipika & Smith, 1993, cited in Rosenthal & Kouzmin, 1997). This is one of the first studies that 
closely examines governmental intervention in corporate crises within the Asian context. This 
study suggests practical implications for PR practitioners in the government and private sectors on 
the opportunities and challenges in managing corporate crises. Understanding the conditions that 
warrant governmental intervention and the effectiveness of such interventions would help PR 
practitioners from the government to assess the need to intervene and how to work towards 
successful interventions. Meanwhile, PR practitioners from the private sector can anticipate and 
work successfully with these governmental interventions. While this study focuses on cases in 
Asia, it can also be applied to other countries of similar cultural and economic profile. 
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Singapore SMRT Breakdowns (2011). In December 2011, one of Singapore’s main mass rapid 
transport was disrupted twice within a span of three days, inconveniencing tens of thousands of 
commuters. Concerned with the severity and impact of this series of disruption, the Singapore 
Government ordered the commission of a Committee of Inquiry to investigate the root of this 
crisis. 
Japan Mizuho Mob Loans Scandal (2013). In September 2013, a loan scandal involving Mizuho 
Financial Group came into light after Japan’s financial watchdog, the Financial Services Agency, 
demanded Mizuho Bank to address the issue of 230 loans, totalling 200 million yen, made to 
alleged criminal syndicates, known as yakuza, over the past three years. 
South Korea Sewol Ferry Disaster (2014). In April 2014, the South Korean ferry MV Sewol 
capsized enroute to Jeju island from Incheon. The inadequate rescue efforts and actions of the 
captain and the crew of the ferry led to more than 300 people dead. Many survivors were rescued 
by fishing boats and commercial vessels that arrived approximately 30 minutes before the South 
Korean authorities. 
Taiwan Kaohsiung gas explosions (2014). In July 2014, Kaohsiung, Taiwan was hit by a series of 
gas explosions following reports of gas leaks, causing 31 deaths and more than 300 injured, and 
affecting gas, electricity and water supplies to households in the affected areas, prompting the 
Taiwan government to activate all available resources for emergency rescue and relief operations. 
China Shanghai Husi Food Scandal (2014). In July 2014, a Shanghai television programme 
reported that workers at Shanghai Husi mixed in expired meat with fresh supplies and repackaged 
them for fast food companies such as McDonald’s and KFC. The food scare spread to Hong Kong 
and Japan, and prompted a municipal inquiry by the Shanghai office of China’s food and drug 
agency.  
 
 
